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09.81
WORK-BASED LEARNING IN FOUNDATION DEGREES 


Ms Guyer present a report from a Working Group on Work-Based Learning in Foundation Degrees established to give consideration to the scale and nature of work-based learning within Foundation degrees in response to concerns raised by the HE/FE Steering Group and the Annual Course Review Sub-Group of ADEC about current difficulties in securing appropriate work-based learning for students on Foundation degrees at partner institutions (TLC/09/22).


The Committee noted that, at the time of the report, only eight (full-time) students from approximately 400 (full-time and part-time) had failed to secure appropriate work-based learning for the current year.  In the next academic year approximately 350 (full-time) students would be required to complete work-based learning but the potential difficulty for those students was not yet clear.  Given the current economic situation, anecdotal evidence suggested that the scale of the problem was likely to increase particularly in sectors such as construction, engineering, hospitality and tourism.


In reviewing the nature of work-based learning the Group had taken into consideration the QAA Foundation Degree qualification benchmark (2004), the QAA review of Foundation Degrees (2005), evidence of current practice within the HE sector in the UK and the views of the Sub-Committee on Work-Based Learning.  The Group’s opinion was that there could be little flexibility in the interpretation of what constituted ‘work-based learning’ and that in order to maintain the quality and integrity of the Ulster Foundation degree award the principle that work-based learning meant ‘learning directly in the workplace through employment’ should be upheld.  The Committee noted the view that work-related activity, such as a project undertaken by a student for an employer, would not meet this requirement and was already used in other modules in many Foundation degrees.


Given the concerns about future availability of work-based learning opportunities the Committee was asked to consider possible contingency arrangements for those students unable to secure work-based learning.  Three options had been identified by the Group together with the advantages and disadvantages of each.


Option 1: for students wishing to complete the Foundation degree but unable to secure work-based learning – grant leave of absence (up to two years) until such time as they secure appropriate work-based learning.


Option 2: for students unable to obtain work-based learning but wishing to complete an award (at Level 5) – develop a related Associate Bachelor’s degree to include substitute Level 5 modules (normally 40 or 60 credit points).


Option 3:
for students wishing to progress onto an Ulster degree programme -   apply APL and admit to the appropriate point of University Honours degree programme.  (No intermediate award made.)


The Committee noted that the options of leave of absence and progression to an Ulster programme through APL were available within current regulations.  Option 3 would require negotiation with the relevant Faculty. It was noted that DEL was not supportive of new AB degrees as entry qualifications, but the provision of such an exit route might have to be considered as a means to recognise student achievement through a qualification in a period of recession when work-based learning opportunities were not available. 


The Committee agreed that the options were valid and that the requirement for work-based (rather than work-related) learning should be re-affirmed unless the Foundation degree criteria were redefined.  The current arrangements for dealing with students unable to secure appropriate work-based learning should be explained to partner institutions and they should be encouraged to be more proactive in pursuing work-based placements.  If feasible, colleges could consider the possibility of providing an in-house placement (paid or unpaid).  If the scale of the difficulty increased substantially, then the partner institutions might wish to enter into discussions with DEL regarding the provision of Associate Bachelor programmes as alternatives to Foundation degrees in certain subject areas.
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